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Using Children’s Literature as a Basis for Teaching English: A Whole Language Approach

PROBLEM

“You should say what you mean,”
the March Hare went on.
“I do” Alice hastily replied;
“at least- at least I mean what I
say –that’s the same thing, you
know.”
“Not the same thing a bit!” said the
Hatter. “Why, you might just as well
say that ‘I see what I eat” is the same
thing as : I eat what I see!’ ”
Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland

DESCRIPTION OF THE PROBLEM

The General Law of Education has included a foreign language as a part of the
General Curriculum and, by the end of the last grade, students are supposed to
speak, understand, and use a foreign language in different situations, for example.
social and academic activities, contests, lectures, literary talks, and conversation
clubs. But being English just another subject in the curriculum, when children finish
their high school they hardly know how to greet and some uncontextualised
vocabulary. These people are then the excluded of the academic, cultural,
scientific, and labor opportunities.
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The research project will be done at Colegio Distrital Jorge Soto del Corral. This
school is located in Calle 1 # 264E in the Santa Fe Zone. According to the source
of the Dane – 15th National Census of Population and 5th of Housing, 1993, the
adjusted population according to index applied in the Zone of Santa Fe is 1O3.O39
inhabitants: 52.752 women and 50.287 men. In general, the residents have been
immigrants of the whole country and there are a total of 99 official and private
schools with 22.163 students.

Up to July 1999, The majority of the homicides, traffic accidents, and common
crimes took place in this zone, being the most dangerous in Bogota.

The subjects who will be used in this study consist of one group of 35 children 69% males, 31% females (see figure 1), ranging in age from ten to thirteen years

Gender

31%

69%

Males

Females

Figure 1

and belong to the course 604 at Colegio Distrital Jorge Soto del Corral (figure 2).
2
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The parents’ occupations (See figures 3 and 4) served as the major indicator of
socioeconomic class. Most mothers are housewives, saleswomen or factory
workers. And most of the fathers are factory workers, technicians, small
businessmen or artists.

Age of the students

11%

9%

10 years old
23%

11 years old
12 years old
13 years old

57%

Figure 2

The children’s neighborhood, (See figure 5) and the school principal’s indication
were also used to determine the subjects’ socioeconomic class, which according to
Colombian living standards, is lower class.

MOTHERS' OCCUPATION
77%
80%
60%
40%
20%
0%

HOUSEWIVES
9%
SALESWOMEN

4%
1

FACTORY
WORKERS

OCCUPATIONS

Figure 3
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FATHERS' OCCUPATION
FACTORY
WORKERS

100%
80%
60%
40%
20%
0%

TECHNICIANS

46%
27% 20%
7%

BUSINESSMEN
ARTISTS

1

Figure 4

NEIGHBORHOOD

SANTA ROSA

3%

GIRARDOT

3%
3%

LAS CRUCES

MIRADOR CENTRO
3% 3%

LOURDES

14%

11%

GUAVIO
11%

3%

LACHES
SAN DIONISIO

3%
9%

9%

ROCIO
JULIO C TURBAY

25%

TRIUNFO
LA PEÑA
NS/NR

Figure 5

The students were encouraged to answer a survey. The survey consisted of 11
questions of the kind of YES/NO and multiple choice. The first four questions were
about personal information (age, grade, gender and place of residence) and the
rest about their experience learning English.
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According to the survey, 98% of the children have studied English before for
several reasons (see figure 6).

83% of the students consider that English is

important to get a good job after finishing high school while the remaining 17%
don’t. Only 14% consider that English is an important tool for traveling, and 17% of
the subjects regard English as means of communication with other cultures.

HAVE YOU STUDIED ENGLISH
BEFORE?
98%

Yes
No
2%

Figure 6

On the other hand, only 6% of the subjects consider that English is important for
reading. None of them thinks that learning English is difficult (see figure 7).

In the previous visits and observations, the library happened to be closed most of
the time, there are 37 books in English but most of them are old textbooks. On the
other hand, the librarian is not a specialized person but the watchman. Therefore,
none of the children uses the library because “the library is closed” (14%); “the
teacher does not oblige me” (37%); “I do not have enough time” (11%); “I have
books at home” (9%); and because of any other reasons the remaining 29%. (See
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Reasons for Studying English
90%
83%
80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

17%
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Figure 7

It is not a
communication
tool

Learning English is
difficult

Why students don't go to the library

14%
29%

37%

9%
11%

Figure 8

The library is closed
I am not asked to do so
I don't have enough time
I have texts at home
other reasons
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figure 8). Through observation, it was also found that they don’t have a specific
place for studying English and their classroom is boring and gray.

According to the answers given in questions 9 and 10, teachers neither read nor
have the students read poetry, short stories or any other written materials in
class.(See figure 9). It is also important to highlight that students do not follow a
textbook.

Answers

Reading activities in class
100%

No
Yes
0%

0%
20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
% (N=35)

Figure 9
Regarding the activities carried out in English class, students say that drawing is
the most common activity (94%), followed by teamwork (77%). Only 3% of the
students have listened and sung a song, have done any outdoor activity, decorated
the classroom, written a story, or used visual aids. Students have never done a
play, mimic, or puppets. (See figure 10).

It can be deduced from the results of the survey that two activities are mainly done
in class: drawing and teamwork, but these activities have no a defined goal, for
example covering the skills of listening, speaking reading, and writing.
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Figure 10

Using Children’s Literature as a Basis for Teaching English: A Whole Language Approach

DELIMITATION OF THE PROBLEM

According to the results of the survey, the problem seems to be caused by a faulty
method, which only consists of two activities with no specific purpose. The
activities that are relevant for improving the basic skills of listening, speaking,
reading, and writing are taken into account neither by the teacher nor by the
students. Students think English is useful only for getting a good job. Then the
project will be also devoted to change students’ idea that knowing English is just
for earning money.

DEFINITION OF THE PROBLEM

According to the results borne out by the survey, data and the observations, the
problem is defined this way:
Due to a faulty method, a curriculum designed without keeping in mind the reality
of the students nor the new challenges that are imposed by a global society, and
the nonexistence of a proper evaluation system, children of the low strata are
hindered to learn English.
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2.4 PROBLEM STATEMENT

If the method is not changed, if a specific classroom for studying English is not
designed, if a good evaluation system is not created, if the library is not turned into
a center of information, formation and resources, and if teachers do not change
their practices, children of the low strata won’t have better opportunities to learn
English.
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2 ANTECEDENTS OF THE PROBLEM

“Where shall I begin?” he asked.
“Begin at the beginning,” the King said,
“and stop when you get to the end.”
-Lewis Carrol, Alice in Wonderland

2.1 EMPIRIC

The world currently lives a process called globalization in which all the countries
are opening their frontiers to new ideas, new technologies, new knowledge, and to
their products. Colombia is not unaware of this process and the fact that we can
compete internationally depends on organizations of all type -such as those of the
government and political conduction, health, investigation and technology
development, business, and educational institutions.

Delors1 says that the progress of humanity depends on education. Therefore an
education of quality is needed for everybody -included the poorest, otherwise a
deep and dangerous abyss will be opened up between a minority able

1

Unesco. Comisión Internacional de Educación para el siglo XXI. La Comision Delors, Paris, 1995
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to move itself in the new world that is being created, and an impotent majority
unable to influence in the collective destination.

We are in the era of knowledge. The economic, cultural and geopolitical race
among the nations has become in essence a race among its educational systems:
an educational system able to compete in the international arena is the greatest
external challenge for each State. In the society of knowledge, the equality of
opportunities consists mainly on the same opportunities to access to knowledge.

We are in a world in which the technology leans on more and more in science, up
to the point that the percentage of people able to investigate and to produce
knowledge is considered a decisive factor of the national development. In
consequence, it is required both to use and produce knowledge of high level. But
the educational institutions have not yet eradicated the memoristic and repetitive
methods that are not appropriate enough for the intelligent use of knowledge and
for the its production. How to cultivate in the students the pleasure for knowledge,
work, investigation, and the love for the search of the truth although this is
temporary and relative?2

Thus, the United Nations Development Program3 decided to create an international
commission and a technical team of high level, in order to revise the educational

2
3

Ibid. P56
PNUD. Educación: La Agenda del Siglo XXI. Santafé de Bogotá: PNUD-TM Editores, 1998. p. Xxxvi
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situation in Latin America and the Caribbean and to find alternatives which would
allow the entrance of children and young people into the global society of
knowledge where they would live and coexist.

The commission concluded that the integration to the global village is a task that
will demand a very high level of Social Intelligence. That is to say, the organized
capacity of the State to adapt to a world that changes quickly, which at the same
time, supposes to acquire and to process extremely complex information in order
to make decisions which assure the good use of each opportunity.

The high intelligence implies an ethics of acceptance of the truth, of responsibility,
of commitment with the public interest above particular or personal interests, and
also an ethics of invariable respect for the universal values embodied in the Human
Rights, and in the practice of the justice. Therefore it is necessary to develop the
critical thought and to stimulate the scientific attitude from the preschool and along
the whole educational lifetime. The university has the obligation of forming this high
intelligence either by impelling the advance of our societies in the scientific and
technological field, or by applying the sieve of the critical thought and the ethics
from the intelligence to the cultural, politic, economic and social conduction of our
countries.

Therefore, why to learn English? There are many reasons to learn English. Firstly,
globalization demands to create an international common language especially for
14
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commercial and technological relationships. Besides, in Colombia the Economic
Liberalization has generated the necessity of speaking English. On the other hand,
people who master it can access to the culture of the New World.

English is the most widely used language in the world. 300 million people from big
ethnic blocks speak it and in diverse zones; English has most of the possibilities of
becoming an international Lingua Franca; and it is also a recognized language in
the world. When somebody learns it, his possibilities of having new social, cultural
and labor opportunities increase or his job conditions improve.4 As a consequence,
speaking English has become a very important tool these days.

However, what students are actually taught are lists of vocabulary and class
commands.5 They do not become familiar with patterns of social interaction in the
country which uses the target language, in this case English; they are taught in
uncontextualised situations; and they are not provided with material with some
emotional color, that might make fuller contact with their own life.6 Therefore,
learning English is not a significant part of the curriculum and the method used
does not further the learner’s mastery in the four basic areas of listening, speaking,
reading, and writing.

4

CASTRO, Carolina. El inglés, una excelente alternativa. En: El Espectador, Santafé de Bogotá. (3, octubre,
1999); p. 10D, c 1-3
5

Ibid

6

FREEMAN & FREEMAN, ESL/EFL: Principles for Success, NY, Heinemann, 1998
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As one of the principles of the Whole Language Approach states that it provides a
learning environment in which the student participates in meaningful language
experiences, as well as that through the process of constructing language for
communication purposes the student develops the ability to listen, speak, read,
and write in a natural manner7, this study aims to investigate to what extent the
adaptation of whole language strategies can be an effective tool for instruction.

One of the goals is to increase authentic communication in English, by providing
the students with useful phrases8 to facilitate their speaking skills. This study will
also investigate how the students are able to manipulate the language and if their
speaking ability increases. The study is realistic in the expectations of the children
and the time they have in English each day. This is not an immersion program nor
are the children living in a situation where their survival depends on speaking
another language. This whole language type of approach may just be one method
that will be used under the umbrella of developing more authentic speaking skills.

2.2 BIBLIOGRAPHICAL

One successful language learning experience took place in 1995 in Pennsylvania,
In an effort to support English and English-as-a-Second-Language (ESL) literacy
education and to help preserve the dignity and identity of the Hispanic community
7

Redmond, M. L. (1994). The Whole Language approach in the FLES classroom: Adapting strategies to
teach reading and writing. Foreign Language Annals, 27(3), 428-444.
8

HEALD TAYLOR, G. Whole Language Strategies for ESL Students, San Francisco:Domine Press, 1991
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in Central Pennsylvania, a literacy program was established and staffed by
volunteers and paid employees. Beginning with two students and a volunteer tutor,
the class grew into a multilevel and intergenerational group. Program services
included outreach, placement, family reading consultation, and transportation
assistance. The primary program objectives were to develop an ESL curriculum
appropriate for this population, to develop and refine teaching strategies using a
holistic, whole-language approach to second language instruction, teach at least
20 Hispanic students to improve their English speech, reading, and writing skills
using the curriculum, produce a collection of Hispanic stories in English, and
strengthen links between the Hispanic community and community services. The
project included a summary of program structure, notes on instructional materials
used, attendance patterns, the new student orientation process, lesson plan
structure, classroom teaching methods (poetry, public speaking, jazz chants, and
cooperative work), and anecdotal information. 9

Another learning experience took place in one school district in California using the
whole language approach and simple children's literature in English-as-a-SecondLanguage instruction. It was determined that the whole language approach would
challenge teachers to rethink how children come to know language and literacy
and cause teachers to construct new beliefs about teaching and learning. Over 300
teachers were trained in classroom strategies to try; asked to critically analyze
9

MEDINA, Suzanne. The ESL Component of Bilingual Education in Practice. Bilingual Research
Journal, v19 n3-4. p 629-40. Sum-Fall 1995
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instructional

outcomes

for

this

population,

addressing

social/affective,

cognitive/academic, linguistic, and metacognitive areas; asked to implement the
strategies; and provided with constructive feedback. The instructional sequence
taught to teachers involved five steps: (1) recording information about students'
prior knowledge and experiences as they might relate to the story to be used; (2)
presenting the story in comprehensible fashion, including deliberate use of helpful
voice inflection and pitch, guided questioning, and repeated key words and
phrases; (3) pointing out the story's structure; (4) identifying key vocabulary, based
on recall of the story; and (5) reconstructing the story orally with the children. The
five-step format was found useful in challenging and restructuring teachers' beliefs
about language and literacy learning.10

10

LOUTON, Z.E. & LOUTON, R.E. (1992). Flesh out your FLES program: Developmental sequencing in
teaching units. (ERIC No. 375 636), 1-16.
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3. JUSTIFICATION

In language, clarity is everything
-Confucius

3.1 NECESSITY.

It is necessary because there is a gap in English teaching that needs to be filled.
Besides, through the Whole Language approach students’ confidence and fluency
in English will be developed, by offering a variety of topics and activities that
engage students’ interest and encourage them to share their personal opinions and
reactions.

CONTRIBUTIONS.

The research project will provide both teachers and students, with very practical
help –ideas, approaches and techniques that have worked in previous
experiences.(See bibliographic antecedents)

19
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ADVANTAGES

The activities proposed in this project will increase authentic communication in
English, by providing the students with useful phrases to facilitate their speaking
skills. More children will be involved on a daily basis rather than always just the
better students with their hands up to answer every question. Students will able to
manipulate the language and their speaking ability will increase.

20
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4. PROJECT OBJECTIVES

In every enterprise consider where
You would come out.
-Publius Syrus

4.1 GENERAL OBJECTIVE

This research aims to investigate to what extent the whole language approach has
a positive and beneficial role to play in foreign language learning. This issue will be
approached in the following way. Firstly, the theoretical and research literature
from the field of whole language is examined to identify the relevant hypotheses
about how foreign language learning might be facilitated and the ideal conditions
under which this is achieved. Secondly, the design of a method based upon these
theoretical ideas is described. Thirdly, language learners’ use of this method is
researched, again in the light of the initial theoretical ideas from Whole Language
Approach,

in

order

to

evaluate

aspects

of

its

effectiveness.
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4.2 SPECIFIC OBJECTIVES

♦ To bring into focus the themes in FLA theory which provide a rationale for the
use of activities based on the Whole Language Approach.
♦ To use these themes as guiding principles for the creation of a method.
♦ To design a method underpinned by these ideas.
♦ To investigate the use of Whole Language based method as to learners’
attitudes.
♦ To increase authentic communication in English, by providing the students with
useful phrases to facilitate their speaking skills.
♦ To produce a reflection paper for further investigations on the designing of a
Whole Language based curriculum.

22
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5. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Learning language is easy
when it is whole,
real, relevant, makes sense and is functional
- Brechte

5.1 WHAT IS WHOLE LANGUAGE?

According to Weaver11, whole language is a philosophy, and also a belief system
about the nature of learning and how these beliefs can be incorporated into
classrooms. Rigg12 further adds that whole language is both a theory and a
movement that affects instruction. It is a movement that grew from the focus on
teaching reading to native English speakers to also include writing and then the
whole

11
12

WEAVER, C. (1990). Understanding whole language. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
RIGG, P. (1991). Whole Language in TESOL. Tesol Quarterly, 25(3), 521-547.
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process of teaching and learning. Goodman13 states that whole language brings
together both the theory of language and language learning itself. This idea is
further expanded upon by Rigg14 as she states that "the term whole language
comes from educators (Goodman, Watson and others) who used it to refer to how
English speaking children become readers.". The most important point in all of
whole language is its focus on the whole. He summarizes what's whole in whole
language by pointing out the following principles:

1. Whole language learning builds around whole learners learning whole language
in whole situations.

2. Whole language learning assumes respect for language, for the learner, and for
the teacher.

3. The focus is on meaning and not on language itself, in authentic speech and
literacy events.

4. Learners are encouraged to take risks and invited to use language, in all its
varieties, for their own purposes.

13
14

GOODMAN, KENNETH (1986). What's whole in whole language? Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
RIGG, Op. cit., p.521
24
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5. In a whole language classroom, all the varied functions of oral and written
language are appropriate and encouraged15. Goodman also

listed points that

make language easy versus hard to learn. 16

Language is easy when:
...It's real and natural.
...It's whole and not broken into bits and pieces.
...It's sensible.
...It's interesting.
...It's relevant.
...It belongs to the learner.
...It is real, not out of context.
...It has social utility.
...It has purpose for the learner.
...the learner chooses to use it.
...It is accessible to the learner.

. Before discussing the practical applications, it necessary to further explore some
of the basic tenents of whole language learning. Adair-Hauck17 very succinctly
summarizes them as follows: first, language is viewed as whole and that whole is
greater than the sum of its parts, for it is the whole that gives meaning to the parts.
15

Ibid., p. 40
GOODMAN, Op. cit., p. 6.
17
ADAIR-HAUCK, B. (1996). Practical Whole Language strategies for the secondary and university-level fl
students. Foreign Language Annals, 29(2), 253-270
25
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Secondly, a whole language approach views learning as a thinking and reflective
process where learners are actively engaged in whole language activities before
they have mastered all the skills. Thirdly, whole language emphasizes
communication and the creative construction of language. Fourth, language
learning is a collaborative, cooperative and social process, whereby the learner
interacts with both the teacher and other students to formulate and test language.
Lastly, a whole language curriculum uses literature-based activities which give it a
humanity component through which the learner has the opportunity to identify with
characters that have human conflicts, problems and emotions. Redmond18 concurs
with these points and goes on to add that language activities should be carefully
planned to build on the child's existing knowledge and experiences and to integrate
all the communication skills-listening, speaking, reading and writing. Lems 19 agrees
with this last statement and further states that these skills should be integrated and
not be taught or experienced in isolation because language is experienced and
learned in its whole form. While this is not, by any means, an exhaustive report on
the theories of whole language, the purpose of the study would be best served as it
discusses the aspects of whole language as they relate to foreign language
learning.

18

REDMOND, M. L. (1994). The Whole Language approach in the FLES classroom: Adapting strategies to
teach reading and writing. Foreign Language Annals, 27(3), 428-444.
19

LEMS, K. (1995). Whole Language and the ESL/EFL classroom. U.S. (ERIC No. 384 210), 1-15.

26

Using Children’s Literature as a Basis for Teaching English: A Whole Language Approach

5.2 WHOLE LANGUAGE AND THE FOREIGN LANGUAGE LEARNER

This project was approached and the subsequent research with many questions.
One of the foremost was "Does whole language have application in the foreign
language classroom?" Chen20 answers when he says, " the beliefs of whole
language such as humanism, whole person, learning theory, language acquisition
theory, reading considered to be universal principles can be applied in a great
scale in education, language teaching, and second and foreign language learning,
not only in kindergarten and elementary levels, but also in secondary and higher
and adult education levels."

Curtain and Pesola21 continue this thinking as they state that the whole language
movement carries many implications for foreign language programs in at least
three areas. First, it suggests a reevaluation of the goals and strategies of foreign
language instruction in light of new understandings of language development and
language usage that are being implemented in so many elementary school
classrooms. Second, the whole language emphases on authentic literature and
thematic units have clear applications to foreign language curriculums. Finally,

20

CHEN, Y., (1994). Whole Language: Philosophical belief, theory and practice. (ERIC No. 374 662), 1-30.

21

CURTAIN, H. & PESOLA, C. (1994). Languages and children: Making the match . White Plains, NY:
Longman.
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children who have experienced the whole language classroom in their native
language will have expectations of language learning that can only be met by a
whole language approach.22 Curtain and Pesola also

state "many beliefs

expressed in whole language philosophy are comfortable and familiar to the foreign
language teacher who has made a commitment to communicative language
teaching and the goal of language proficiency."23. Brechtel24 lists four implications
of whole language for foreign-language learners:

1. Whole language is a language-acquisition approach. It has been developed,
refined, and used by leading educators in the field of foreign-language learning.

2. Taking risks with language is encouraged. Risk-taking leads to growth in
language.

3. Students are encouraged to use language for real purposes and to negotiate for
meaning. This interaction promotes development, comprehension and use of
vocabulary in listening, speaking, reading and writing.

4. The student's developmental level of language acquisition in speaking, reading
or writing is accepted.

22

Ibid., p. 61
Ibid., p. 61
24
BRECHTEL, M. (1994). Bringing the whole together. San Diego: Dominie Press. P. 4-5
23
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Redmond25 is of the opinion that the basic premise of whole language is
communication and that language activities must be carefully planned to build on a
child's existing knowledge. "Second language learners," she continues," should
also have opportunities for authentic language use that begins with and builds on
the students' experience."

Freeman and Freeman26 believe that whole language is applicable to all students
for it is natural and easy when used for authentic purposes. They also set out some
basic whole language principles that are foundational to students learning a foreign
language. They will be discussed them separately as follows.

5.3 LANGUAGE LEARNING TAKES PLACE WHOLE TO PART

As it was stated in the problem, the children have learned many lists of words.
They are able to respond to simple questions using these lists. For example, when
asked what color is the flag? They can answer yellow, blue, and red. They can list
all the foods they eat for dinner. They can name the people who work in the school
and in what room of the school they may be found. These are certainly impressive
and worthy accomplishments. What is lacking, however, is a whole, contextual

25

REDMOND, M. L. (1994). The Whole Language approach in the FLES classroom: Adapting strategies to
teach reading and writing. Foreign Language Annals, 27(3), 428-444.
26

FREEMAN, Y.S. & FREEMAN, D.E. (1992). Whole Language for second language learners. Portsmouth,
NH: Heinemann.
29
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situation for this material. There is nothing to pull it all together or to make it have
real meaning for the students.

Ghosn27 makes a good case for this by saying, "if fragmented skill lessons are not
the best way for language 1(native) learners to develop language, they must be
less appropriate for young foreign language learners who need to learn a whole
new language-a whole language and who need to learn to listen, speak, read and
write in a new language they often have no exposure to outside of school."
Edelsky28 continues this point by saying that what people learn when they learn a
language is not the separate parts but a super system of social practice. The way
they acquire this is not by doing exercises, but by using it as best they can with
others who are using it and showing them how it works.

The whole is greater than the sum of its parts and the whole gives meaning to the
parts, adds Adair-Hauck29, as she points out that, with the emphasis on sensemaking of a whole text, be it a poem, song or story, the parts will be understood,
and the better one will be prepared to deal with these parts. According to Fields, it
is very important for the students to experience the whole of language and its
forms, if they are going to be able to communicate in a foreign language . They
must have many opportunities to interact with the language in contextual situations.
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By only giving them parts of the language, i.e. lists of vocabulary, perhaps they are
not very excited about learning English as they do not know what the whole really
looks like30.

In their work on whole language and foreign language learning, Freeman and
Freeman note that in their research where students learned lists of vocabulary and
grammar rules as part of their three or four years of foreign language study, these
students could ask a few questions in that language, but couldn't understand the
answers, because no one really expected them to be able to actually speak the
foreign language at the end of their studies. This is a good case in point as it
proves that part-to-whole instruction does not work and it makes it more difficult,
perhaps, for students to actually communicate in the new language31.

5.4 LANGUAGE IS SOCIAL AND INTERACTIVE

Chen32

states that language is social and that students expect to be able to

communicate in the language and that they must be given meaningful opportunities
to do so. Learners must work cooperatively to solve real problems and the teacher
must provide ample opportunities for students to engage in this social interaction.
Ghosn33 further collaborates these thoughts as she reiterates, "research has
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shown that children learn and create language by interacting with and manipulating
language, not by sitting at their desks doing paper, pencil tasks isolated from peers
or by drilling structures out of context, but by engaging in meaningful use of
language in a community of language learners." She also goes on to state that
language is interactive and that children need time to interact in meaningful and
interesting ways and play with language while developing its structures of the
language.

Further confirmation of this is provided by Rigg34, as she points out that knowledge
of language is socially constructed, not transferred from a text by the teacher to the
student. The teacher certainly aids in the construction of this knowledge, but that
the major purpose of language is creation and communication of meaning. We use
language to think, write, and talk to ourselves and to others. It makes a difference
who says what to whom, how and why. Language is always used in social context
be it oral or written.

Rupp goes on to augment this by stating that language is best taught when it is
used to transmit messages not when it is explicitly taught for conscious learning.
Children learn language naturally and that a foreign language classroom should be
using the same methodologies by which children acquired their first language. 35

34
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Goodman notes that in the past, foreign language programs have been
unsuccessful because the language taught is isolated from real speech and literacy
events and to most students there is no need for this type of language in society. 36
Second language programs must incorporate authentic, functional language
opportunities for students.

Many second language educators believe that social interaction is critical to
successful language learning. Curtain and Pesola37 reiterate that learning is social
and language success is best achieved through direct involvement and personal
experience. It is an active process. Freeman and Freeman38 report the findings of
Rigg and Hudelson. "People learn a foreign language when they feel good about
themselves and about their relationships with those around them. Language
develops when the learner focuses on accomplishing something together with
others rather than focusing on language itself. So group activities are ideal."

The main point of language learning is the need to engage in real communication.
Freeman and Freeman quote Larsen-Freeman :

“Since communication is a process, it is insufficient for students to simply have
knowledge of target language forms, meanings, and functions. Students must be
36
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able to apply this knowledge in negotiating meaning. It is through the interaction
between speaker and listener that meaning becomes clear. The listener gives the
speaker feedback as to whether or not he understands what has been said. In this
way, the speaker can revise what he has said to try to communicate his intended
meaning again, if necessary”.39

5.5 WHY CHILDREN'S LITERATURE?

Whole language in the regular classroom is centered around whole, complete
works of children's literature. Polette states that “the key to whole language
teaching and learning is the active involvement and enjoyment of children as they
play with, manipulate and construct language through exposure to fun, enjoyable,
rich and meaningful literature"40. She also goes on to suggest that each of us has a
linguistic storehouse where we deposit patterns of language through sentences,
words and phrases. 41

Sorenson points out, that children equate pleasure and surprise with literature.
They enjoy the sounds and imagery of language. Literature also provides context
for acquiring new language skills. Children use stories as a source of comfort and
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to connect them to aspects of life. Stories allow children to experience language
including unknown words and a variety of language patterns as well as provide for
them context for making meaning. 42

Huck, et al. sets down several proofs of the positive outcomes of children's
literature. She concludes that children exposed to regular contact with literature
demonstrated stronger patterns of language development. She also noted that
vocabulary to increases as children spend time with literature. Listening to stories
introduces children to patterns of language and extends both vocabulary and
meaning. Using predictable books encourages the growth of language patterns
due to repetitive phrases and questions, which can be evidenced by the children's
involvement in the story both orally and by reading the simple patterns. 43

Sorenson made significant references to the relationship of oral language
development and children's regular exposure to literature. 44 This is the basis of this
action research project.

Sorenson reports Hiebert's review of research on oral language found evidence
that literature-based classes fostered more social interaction (oral language) due in
part to the use of predictable children's books. Sorenson continues along this line
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of thinking, as she notes that literature contributes to the development of oral
language, which is central to children's social and cognitive growth. She suggests
that there is a strong correlation between language development and exposure to
literature. In cases where children received much exposure to stories their oral
language development was richer, more complex and progressed at a faster pace.
In such cases, children were better able to use language to narrate events and to
describe things. They also developed good listening skills. In addition the following
points were noted in which the use of children's literature plays a significant role in
their oral language development:

Literature provides linguistic input of both vocabulary and structure of the
language. Secondly, it develops a context of shared experiences. Thirdly, it creates
opportunities to use language for many authentic purposes. Lastly, it allows the
child to examine language and make discoveries about language systems.

5.6 USING STORIES IN THE FOREIGN LANGUAGE CLASSROOM

There are many references to the successes of language acquisition by children as
a result of hearing whole stories and interacting with them in their second language
classrooms∗ . Bohlen45 collaborates the previous statements by stressing that
books and stories are definitely beneficial in the FLES (Foreign Language in the

∗

See antecedents

45

BOLEN, P. (1992-93). Whole Language and the FLES classroom. FLES News, 6(1-3), 4,9.
36

Using Children’s Literature as a Basis for Teaching English: A Whole Language Approach

Elementary School) classroom. Books that are most successful are those that are
repetitive and have a high degree of visuals that correlate to the text on the page.
Big books, written in the target language, are designed to be easily understood, as
they are often written with simplified text and contain numerous visuals, thus
providing many language opportunities for the second language or L.2 learner.
Haas also supports this theory by further adding, "Authentic children's literature is
an invaluable part of elementary school foreign language programs, and the use of
stories, folktales, or legends can help create a rich context for language
learning."46. She goes on to suggest that when using literature with children, many
different types of stories should be introduced so they see diversity of characters,
roles, use of language patterns and vocabulary.

Toman47 makes a case for the use of children's literature in the FLES classroom.
She asserts that from birth, children hear and crave the human voice, for it teaches
them to communicate. They listen, mimic, and involve their whole body in language
activity. She then asks the question, "What better way to learn a second language
than how they learned their first one?" Continuing on, she ties these thoughts in
with the use of stories. Stories are fun as they expose children to a wealth of
language, in which they hear expanded vocabulary and sentence structure as well
as different verb tenses. Stories can be used to teach lessons, stress a point,
reinforce, enlighten and increase understanding. Literature demonstrates that
46
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language is alive, useful and that people actually speak the second language.
Chaseadds further support to this notion by her observation that "children are more
successful in foreign language learning when exposed to simple, concrete speech
which they can relate to the here and now." 48 . It can be easily observed that the
use of stories could provide a great deal of contextual, simple speech that would
enable children to expand their vocabulary and increase their use of a second
language. Stories are excellent opportunities to develop strong listening skills in the
child learning a second language, according to Chase, especially when
accompanied with non-linguistic resources such as mime, gestures, and visual
stimuli. Listening is a crucial part of language learning and a great deal of it must
take place in order to stimulate speech production.

Further supporting this idea, Ghosn says that children's literature offers a natural
and interesting medium for second language acquisition by providing predictable,
repetitive patterns that reinforce vocabulary structures that are relevant to young
learners. It allows students to link stories to their own lives. Literature also allows
the child to develop receptive language in an entertaining and meaningful context
and it invites them to repeat naturally many predictable words and phrases of
which they take ownership and add to their receptive and productive language. 49
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De Ramirez asserts that "language that is taught in meaningful context is readily
acquired by second language learners. Once an interesting topic is connected to
language, students become more motivated to learn. Stories are excellent sources
of material for language in content."50. We are storied people, claims de Ramirez,
as we easily remember stories told us as children. This predisposition to stories
can be a very useful tool for second language acquisition. Authentic literature is a
very effective means of teaching language through context. Children are not ready
to see language as a system, but acquire language in meaningful context.
Language in stories takes the form of comprehensible input that is crucial to a
child's language development.51

Redmond also believes that the use of literature in the second language classroom
is a valuable communication resource. Listening to and reading stories provides
children with exposure to vocabulary and patterns of language while helping them
develop a sense of the narrative. She goes on to suggest that when the focus of
instruction is based on children's literature, it is possible to include not
only whole language principles but also topics from the elementary curriculum as
well (math, science, social studies, language arts, etc.)- A truly integrated approach
to language learning.52
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5.7 COMPARING A WHOLE LANGUAGE APPROACH FOR FIRST LANGUAGE
AND FOREIGN LANGUAGE LEARNERS

Many practical applications of the ideas and suggestions encountered can be
seen, but a nagging thought still remains: The students have had so little English
and all 'this' appears to assume a somewhat sophisticated level of language
competency. Will they be successful?"

Redmond addresses several problems that confront the teacher and the
development of a whole language curriculum. She notes several program
management constraints, one being the time frame. She states, "these challenges
are often difficult to confront when the goals of the program are so demanding.
Typical goals are to develop L2 proficiency, to instill an understanding and
appreciation of other cultures, and to articulate language development between
and among grade levels. All too often daily lesson planning suffers and the result is
instruction that lacks focus and is decontextualized, i.e., use of word lists to teach
vocabulary."53.
Curtain and Pesola also agree with Redmond as they address some of the very
same constraints, by stating that given the demands of the FLES program and the
limited instructional time, there is an even greater need to develop a well-designed
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curriculum that focuses on holistic learning. 54 Lems addresses the concern about
the language ability of the students. She acknowledges a problem area of whole
language when applied to foreign language students, in that whole language
assumes that oral fluency in the native language can be transferred to the print
medium. She raises the question what do we do when there is no developed oral
language base upon which to draw? In beginning second language classes, there
is no natural transfer from oral to written language. It is up to the teacher to create
a "speech rich" as well as a "print rich" environment so that the new language can
be thoroughly modeled. In order to accomplish these tasks, it is necessary for the
teacher to possess adequate amounts of authentic print, which may not be
available. In my case, this is true and the task of carrying around such items as I
go into the classrooms to teach my students is quite prohibitive. 55 Lems further
adds that creating a "speech rich" environment when classes are not located in an
English speaking country and the teacher is not a native speaker can be a
challenge.

56

Adair-Hauck confirms this point by saying that one needs to

acknowledge that there are some fundamental differences between a whole
language approach for L1 and L2 learners. Most important is that these two groups
are not starting at the same place. For L1 students, the teacher is building literacy
skills from well-developed oral skills of listening and speaking. Since the L2
students do not have this base of well-developed listening and speaking skills, the
teacher must make adjustments in his teaching strategies by providing a great
54
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amount of comprehensible input at the beginning of the lessons. Students need
plenty of time to hear L2 structures before they can actively use them in activities
that require speaking, reading or writing. When integrating stories into the L2 class,
it is necessary to use a lot of visuals, props, mime and acting to aid the learners'
comprehension of the story. Once comprehension is achieved, the teacher can
move into other whole language activities that integrate speaking, reading, and
later writing. 57

Z. Louton & R. Loutonfurther expand on this concept by asking the question, how
does the teacher develop the content when the language supports in the foreign
language have not been yet acquired? They answer this by stressing that it is
important to present material that is consistent with the students' comprehension
level, which most likely will be at a preceding developmental level, but that the
activities that accompany the unit be age-level appropriate. In this way the concept
development is not weakened, but viewed from another perspective. 58

Keeping in mind all that has just been stated, it is the goal to give students the best
instruction, using a holistic approach and making necessary adjustments along the
way that will accommodate to their specific needs as well as insure their continued
success in learning English. At this juncture it is important to take all the theory and
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ideas that have been learned and apply them to the specific strategies that will be
used in the classroom.

5.8 SELECTING THE STORY

I found many suggestions that focused on the actual selection of the story to be
used in the classroom. Bohlen59 states that it must be repetitive and have a high
degree of visuals that relate to the text on each page. She goes on to suggest that
Big Books are particularly helpful as they usually meet these criteria. Chase60
further adds that the story, in order to be understood, should be relatively short and
contain concrete terms. In looking at these concrete terms, it is a good idea to
decide how they can be visualized for the listener so as to aid understanding. She
suggests that nouns can be depicted with pictures, as can adjectives, and that
verbs can be acted out with mime.

Curtain and Pesola61 indicate that the book should have a predictable story line
and contain rhyme, rhythm, logical sequence and be supported by illustrations. In
this way, students will be better able to follow the words and begin to "read" by
reciting, memorizing, recognizing sight words and decoding the text. They can also
begin to match their oral language to the written word.
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Redmond62 suggests the following criteria in choosing a story- interest level,
difficulty of vocabulary, and the variety of topics that can be incorporated with the
regular elementary curriculum. She also stresses the importance of repeated
language patterns, an uncomplicated story line, a limited number of characters and
how well the story can be illustrated through the use of visuals. Adair-Hauck
reports McWilliams' five critical components to be considered when selecting a
story:
Time and setting.
Characters with personality.
A major problem.
Attempts to solve this problem.
A quick resolution and ending.63
In light of these points, I have chosen for my story "The Little Red Hen", for I feel it
meets most of the criteria stated. I also add that it is a story that most children are
familiar with in English and thus their comprehension in English will be greatly
enhanced. This story has a limited number of characters, repeated language
patterns, a high degree of concrete language, contains a problem which reoccurs
throughout the story and is solved in a manner that presents a moral lesson to the
reader. The vocabulary and actions can easily be adapted to everyday speech and
illustrated with visuals or pantomime activities.

62
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5.9 VARIABLES

Independent variable

Dependent Variable

Method

Curriculum
Administration
Evaluation
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6. METHODS

Though this be madness,
yet there is method in it.

-Shakespeare, Hamlet

TEACHING STRATEGIES

6.1.1 Pre-Story telling. I feel that the first step prior to the actual reading of the
story be the presentation of the main vocabulary that the students will be hearing.
This is a point of some controversy between whole language purists and second
language teachers. In whole language, it is not considered to be whole if the
vocabulary is taken out of the text and taught first. I tend to disagree with this in
light of the fact that I am teaching a foreign language in a situation where the
children do not have the same base of vocabulary or language development that
they do in English. I know for myself that if I have no comprehension of any
vocabulary, I have nothing to relate to and while I may be able to understand
something, I feel very frustrated and then just shut down. I do not want this for my
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students. Adair-Hauck64 lists one of the pre-storytelling activities to be the
introduction of new vocabulary.

Redmond65 concurs with this as she strongly states that prior to presenting the
story it is necessary to present the content-obligatory language, that is vocabulary
and structures that the students will need to understand the content of the story.
She goes on to suggest many activities that can be used to accomplish this. These
include categorizing the vocabulary, producing a bar graph or other appropriate
graphic organizer, making up a simple story using the new vocabulary, or using the
words in conjunction with previously learned, comfortable material.

I plan to introduce the necessary vocabulary prior to reading the story. I have
stuffed animals to depict the characters, which I will put in a bag. Several students
will have the chance to reach into the bag and feel one of the animals and venture
a guess as to what it is. By using a progression of different level of questions, I will
continue to make the children familiar with these words. The questions will start
with Yes/No questions, "Is this a hen? Is this a duck?" The next level will be
either/or questions. While holding an object, I will ask, "Is this a hen or a dog?"
Finally the progression is made to actual recall of the word. At this point, recall of
the actual vocabulary is not really necessary as this all will be further developed as
part of the story itself and as part of the post-storytelling activities. I am merely
64
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looking for comprehension of the various items so as to insure understanding of
the text. Rosenbusch66 gives credence to the use of real objects because they are
memorable and pleasurable to children, the need for translation is eliminated, they
provide variety in the classroom and stimulate the children's interest and motivation
in language learning.

Bohlen67 suggests a different idea in the presentation of vocabulary, which I like
very much and will make use of. This is to teach vocabulary through patterning, a
technique widely used to teach math. It is a skill of recognizing and using patterns
and is a valuable problem-solving tool. To do this in my classes, I will make cutouts of the main nouns in the story in a variety of colors. If time permits, I would like
the children to make their own as it would create ownership because they choose
the items themselves. In order to "play", the children arrange the visuals on the
floor in a repeated pattern and ask another classmate to continue the pattern. (For
example, red dog, red dog, blue duck; red dog, red dog, blue duck; red dog...) This
particular activity allows the children to experience the process visually, auditorily
and physically. I, personally, like to use as many manipulatives as possible for they
do involve multiple senses and make learning fun for the students.

In contemplating the actual reading of the story to my class, I was presented with
some basic preparations that I, as the teacher, too must do. Since some of the
66
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words, particularly verb tenses, may not be ones that I use daily, it is important that
I practice reading the story so as to familiarize myself with it and to insure correct
pronunciation. This will also help me to focus on proper voice inflections, repeated
key words and when and where dramatization will aid in the comprehension of the
story. Clark68 (1994) makes these suggestions along with the need for guided
questioning as the story is read and getting the children involved at the same time
by pointing out the vocabulary they have been learning prior to the actual story
presentation. Haas69 also agrees that extensive teacher preparation is necessary
because there may be a need to simplify the actual text of the story. A good
example of this is changing the verb tense to the present from the past in order to
make it more useable for the children.

6.1.2 Presenting the story. The story will not only be read once, but many times
over the course of the weeks that we will be working on this project. Redmond70
suggests that, prior to the first reading, the vocabulary be reviewed and the
children be instructed as to what to listen for. This might simply be to identify the
characters and where the story takes place. As the story is read, I will use many
different voices and gestures along with the stuffed animals to aid the students'
comprehension. I would like to get the students involved with pointing to the
characters or asking yes/no questions as I go along. I will only do a little of this as I
do not want to detract from the story itself and I have planned many post-listening
68
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activities for the class. Adair-Hauck71 suggests that the yes/no questions be
indicated with a thumbs- up or down sign. I like this idea, as it does not interrupt
the flow of the story! She also stresses that multiple passes and recycling the story
line through pictures, gestures and role-play activities may be appropriate to
deepen comprehension and increase student participation.

6.1.3 Post storytelling games and activities. I have planned many post-listening
activities that will aid the children both in their oral and reading skills. These will
progress from those that require listening and simple responses and gradually
build to those of free conversation. Adair-Hauck72 stresses the importance of
providing many post storytelling activities that will encourage learners to
collaborate and cooperate in meaningful communication. Often these activities
include graphic organizers such as story mapping, character mapping, and
discussion webs. Story mapping can be done in pairs or small groups, as students
work together to recreate the story. This type of mapping focuses on the main
characters, problems, major events and the solution to the problem of the story.
Curtain and Pesola73 agree with this as a strategy to organize the central structures
of the story. It is particularly valuable for the second language learner who does not
have a high degree of fluency in the language to be able to sort out important
information in the story. It further provides the teacher with comprehension
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questions that follow the story. I had not thought of this as a tool to use, but I am
considering doing so, as it appears to have value. I can easily see using symbols
from the story, such as sheaves of wheat and giving them titles-characters, setting,
problem and conclusion and then having the children list under each the necessary
information. Following the use of a story map, I see that the game "I Have: Who
Has" ∗could be played.

Questions concerning the characters, events and outcome of the story are written
on cards and passed out to the students. The first question might be "Where does
the story take place?" The student holding the card with the response reads the
answer and then asks his question. This is an excellent way for the students to
reconstruct and retell the story in a simpler form. I intend to use many Total
Physical Response activities as well. I have pictures of the main actions of the
story as well as the animals that represent the characters. For each of the actions I
have some simple props. In TPR, the children follow my verbal commands and
respond by doing what I dictate.

They do not have to respond orally, which makes this an excellent activity to check
comprehension in a non-stressful manner. An example of this type of activity is for
me to give a series of commands to a student, such as, walk to the hen, pick it up,
put the hen in the house, go back to your seat, sit down or walk to the chalkboard,

∗
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touch the picture that shows the hen planting, pick up the picture that shows the
dog sleeping, give John the picture of the hen cutting the wheat. Cary 74 states that
almost all kids find TPR fun and engaging and it gives them a break from sitting
and listening as they are active and psychologically safe since speaking is never
forced. He goes on to note that TPR keeps instruction concrete and helps children
to learn and retain language concepts. He makes several practical suggestions for
moving beyond simple commands by incorporating material from the unit- his
example is to have students measure distances in a make-believe town drawn on
the classroom floor.

I plan on giving this idea some thought as to how it will relate to my unit. Going
along with this, I intend to do several pantomime activities. The students can
demonstrate planting the wheat, cutting the wheat, making the bread, and eating
the bread. These kinesthetic type activities also aid the students to develop
comprehension and help internalize language.

Rosenbusch75 has much to say about the need for physical activity for the school
age child. She observes that students are not physically able to sit quietly for long
periods of time and if asked to do so will soon engage in some kind of physical
activity. Why not, then, make physical activity a part of language instruction? That
is just what I intend to do by using the pantomime activities and the TPR methods
74
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described above. Rosenbusch76 lists several reasons for using commands that
involve action verbs:

They allow for direct physical involvement in the classroom.

Children will have a chance to explore firsthand the physical objects associated
with the lesson.

Children will be able to give commands to fellow classmates, thus deciding what
they want done with an object and by whom.

These methods allow for meaningful communication in the second language.

The teacher can easily evaluate a child's comprehension of the command and
target vocabulary.
Commands help provide a variety of classroom activities.

Freeman and Freeman77 also note the need for a kinesthetic modality as part of
language teaching. This is important, they note, for several reasons. First, it
centers instruction on the learner, an aspect of whole language teaching and
second, it provides for multiple learning styles. They suggest the use of role-play,
76

Ibid, p. 5
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FREEMAN & FREEMAN, Op. cit.
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finger-play, and telling stories with props, all of which provide opportunities for
using the language in natural, fun ways. Going along with these ideas, I also intend
to provide each student with his own packet of story visuals that will be used for a
variety of functions. In the beginning they will be used for TPR commands as
described above. They will later be used for sequencing activities and later for
reconstructing the story and finally the students will match them to the written word.

6.1.4 Sentence strips and choral speaking. As a tool to encourage both speaking
and reading skills, I plan to use sentence strips. They can be used in a variety of
ways-- to begin to acquaint the students with the written word of the story line, to
be sequenced in the proper order, and for choral speaking or reading. Haas78
suggests that sentence strips be used to build the student's reading skills by
beginning with whole class activities and then progressing to small group activities
so as to give all students a chance to participate. Heald-Taylor79 makes this very
same claim- "reading the strips develops and reinforces awareness of oral and
written sentence patterns and vocabulary." She goes on to suggest that once the
students are able to read a number of strips correctly, these strips can be cut apart
and remade into an original sentence. This was an idea I had not thought of, but I
will probably try, as well as her idea of a close activity where a word is left out and
the children must complete the sentence. Here is an opportunity for the children to
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have an opportunity to "play with" language in a creative way, yet preserving its
original syntax.

Heald-Taylor advocates the use of choral speaking as an enjoyable way to
introduce oral (and later written) language patterns to children. "It builds
confidence, self-assurance, and an attitude that language learning is easy and
fun." 80. I thoroughly agree! I make every effort to make sure my students have fun
and enjoy learning English. That is one reason that the idea of choral speaking has
much appeal for me. As Heald-Taylor also indicates, children are encouraged to
participate in dramatic activities as they enjoy the literature selections such as
songs, chants and pattern literature. The students are able to add sound effects
such as clapping, animal sounds, gestures and movements. I can already see my
third graders adding many sound effects to our story, "The Little Red Hen". The
story line and language patterns lend itself very easily to a choral speaking
situation. For example, one group of students can make a statement and the other
group can give the response, i.e. "Who wants to help me plant the wheat?" "Not I,"
said the dog. By starting this activity as a whole group, there is no pressure on
individual students to use language before they are ready. Some of the students
may participate with body movements (clapping, marching or making an animal
sound) before using oral language. She suggests other variations as well, the
teacher recites and the children make sound effects; the teacher recites and the
children repeat in unison; the teacher recites most of the sentence and the children

80

Ibid. P. 30
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fill in the missing word; and the teacher recites the verse and the children give the
refrain- as in the example above81.

6.1.5 Games. I feel it very important to use games in the foreign language
classroom. They help motivate the children as well as maintain their interest. They
provide opportunities for the students to use the language they are learning in a
more spontaneous manner. Curtain and Pesola

82

support my thoughts by making

some powerful observations regarding the use of games to encourage language
learning. They state that teachers often choose games for introducing and
practicing the language students will need in natural contexts for communicative
purposes. In addition, games share with stories the characteristic of a strong,
beginning, middle and end, an important factor in making learning meaningful for
elementary school students.

Games also can provide a structured setting for the practice of common social and
conversation-starting formulas for which there may not be authentic opportunities
in the everyday classroom.

In addition to my own ideas for games, I was able to find a number of other
possibilities in the readings I have done. Chase83 suggests one called "¿What is

81
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this?”, in which the children are shown pictures that depict vocabulary and events
in the story and then asked yes/no questions. The students must select one based
on the facts of the story. A game of true or false is similar in which the teacher
makes statements and the students respond with the correct response. I think that
some of my students will be able after all the practice we will have done to come
up with simple, similar sentences for the class. How exciting! I will also use
"charades” where the children have a chance to act out parts of the story for their
fellow classmates to guess. After whole group activities, Chase goes on to
describe others which can be used in small groups. One example is “What do I
have?”, in which the teacher passes out the visuals of the story to one student per
group of four or five children and the other group members must take turns
guessing what is hidden. Activities such as these are very important because they
offer the students the opportunity to participate actively in a review of the story by
using their newly acquired vocabulary and language skills.

De Ramirez84 describes a game called the "Magic Box" in which small items from
the story are put into a box and as each one is pulled from the box, the teacher can
ask questions in the target language, such as, "Who has the hen? Does Juan have
the hen? Does Juan have the hen or the duck? What does Juan have? In the
readings that I have done, many authors offered numerous other ideas such as
picture bingo, crossword puzzles, or board games, all of which have value for me.

84

DE RAMIREZ, Op. cit.
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While not a game, there has been much emphasis on the area of drama- a definite
must in the second language classroom at any age level.
6.1.6 Drama. As children are storied people, I also believe they are dramaoriented people. Having watched hundreds of students I teach each year, I see that
drama is a powerful force in their lives. Drama takes on many different forms and
has much to offer the second language learner. I have already alluded to several
drama-type activities that I intend to use with my students, namely pantomime,
gestures, movement, charades and role- play.

Numerous authors include a drama thread to their suggested activities. Curtain85
draws attention to the fact that well-selected children's stories lend themselves to
story retelling, puppetry, and drama. Chase86 strongly points out that the use of
drama requires some creativity from the student. Ghosn87 states that drama allows
the children to use vocabulary and concepts from the story in their own way.
Rosenbusch88 notes that a good of a child's everyday play is dramatic play. They
are experts at dramatization. Plays can be used as motivation to continue learning,
to encourage children's creativity, to develop expressive speech, to encourage selfconfidence and mainly to develop language skills.
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CURTAIN, H. (1991). Methods in elementary school foreign language teaching. Foreign Language Annals,
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With these thoughts in mind, I have decided to use a dramatic activity as my
culminating event. The children will be divided into small groups of four to six
students and will be responsible for developing their own puppet play based on the
story and using any background English they have acquired up to this point. They
will make the puppets, either stick, paper bag or sock type and present their
finished product to the class. Such an activity will require the use of cooperative
learning skills as well. I believe that after all the work we will have done with the
story, this will be an enjoyable activity for the class, giving each child an
opportunity to participate and demonstrate the language he/she have acquired. I
look forward to the fun!

6.2 POPULATION

The research project will be done with sixth grade students at Colegio Distrital
Jorge Soto del Corral.

SAMPLE

35 students belonging to the course 604 at Colegio Distrital Jorge Soto del Corral
will compose the sample group.
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6.4. GATHERING TECHNIQUES
Direct observation, interviews, and surveys.

6.5 DATA PROCESSING TECHNIQUES
Codification, Graphics, tabulation.
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7. EVALUATION

But the principal failing occurred in the sailing,
And the Bellman, perplexed and distressed,
Said he had hoped, at least,
when the wind blew due East,
That the ship would not travel due West!

-Lewis Carroll, Hunting of the Snark

My main evaluation tool will be my own observations based on daily journaling.
This "kid watching" will focus on student involvement, individual responses, and the
ability of the students to more freely converse in English. I plan to observe and
record the levels of participation in our activities by all students. I hope to see that
the more interested in the story content and the provided activities, the more the
students will attempt to speak English. I will also evaluate student-produced work.
andI will conduct surveys and student interviews to directly ask the students about
their responses to this type of teaching.

I plan to conduct a self-analysis in a journal format, recording my own responses to
this experiment. I will also do some comparing with other sixth grade classes that
will be taught according to the normal curriculum.
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8. ADMINISTRATION OF THE PROJECT

Then the grasshopper knew
It is best to prepare for the days of necessity
-Aesop
Recollecting with tears
how, in early years,
it had taken no pains with its sums.
-Lewis Carrol, Hunting of snark

8.1 THE PROPOSAL BUDGET
SUMMARY OF THE BUDGET
1. Personnel
Salaries and Wages -------------------------------- $6.000.000
2. Non-personnel
Purchase of books -------------------------------Consumable Supplies ---------------------------Travel ------------------------------------------------TOTAL

$1.050.000
$ 200.000
$ 200.000
$7.450.000
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9. THE ACTION RESEARCH

If circumstances lead me, I will find
Where the truth is hid, though it were hid indeed
Within the Center.

-Polonius , in Hamlet by William Shakespeare

9.1 PROJECT DESCRIPTIONS AND INTERPRETATIONS

My daughter’s toys and More.....

February, 2000

The day to begin my long-awaited project is here. I am excited yet I have a lot of
apprehension. Knowing myself, I realize that beginning something new is
uncomfortable for me because I like to have everything laid out ahead of time and
to be somewhat assured of the outcomes. In this case, I was heading into
uncharted waters, at least for me, and I did have some anxieties, not about my
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abilities or my preparations, but that I was going out on my own and did not have
anyone with whom to reflect, ask questions, or interpret my observations. At this
point, I felt as if I had just jumped off the diving board and there was nowhere else
to go but into the water and begin to swim!

The children were gathered on the room. Unbeknown to them, I had managed to
find different toy animals in my daughter’s room to represent the four main
characters, , "The Little Red Hen". In Spanish, I explained very simply that I had a
"Mystery Bag"89 and inside was something- a surprise-which they were to guess by
putting their hand into the bag and feeling the item and that they could tell me "en
español o en inglés". In this way, I was beginning by pre-teaching the necessary
vocabulary of the upcoming story, one of the adaptations I feel necessary for
second language learners90. I was also giving the children a comfort zone as they
could respond in either English or Spanish. This, too, allowed for the differences in
language ability between my students' Spanish and English.

Needless to say, there were many volunteers to come up and try to guess what
was in the bag. "It's a toy!" stated Julian David. "Yes," I responded, but What kind?.
Several attempts were made to identify the cat before another child had a turn. In
this way many students had an opportunity to be part of this activity. Some of the
items were more difficult to guess than were others, but after several days we had

89
90

CURTAIN & PESOLA, Op.cit
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identified all six items- a dog, cat, duck, red hen, wheat and bread-a piece of
plastic bread, in this case.

"Our Cast of Characters"

We are off to a great start! Even though this activity took several days due to our
short 30- minute classes, I observed the interest and excitement of all the children.
Everyone was able to have at least two turns. The children who normally are
reluctant to participate were volunteering. In fact, one of the first volunteers was
Marcela who had contributed very little to our class and was not seemingly having
much success. She is one of the "special needs" students in this class and along
with other like students was enjoying this new adventure.

We now worked with this new vocabulary in a variety of ways for many days. For a
beginning activity, I selected six children and gave one of the previously identified
items to each child. When a classmate could identify one of these items by
responding to the question, "Who has _______?", he could take possession of that
item and have it until someone else responded correctly to the same question. I
then moved to either/or questions as the children were still in the process of
learning these words in English. From this type of questions, I then changed to
"Which one do you want?" or "Which is your favorite?" in order to personalize what
we were doing. By this time several more days had passed and the children were
now able to accurately recall this vocabulary.
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Favorite Games

I sensed that the children were ready for one of their favorite games and sure
enough it was a hit! We played several rounds of "Seis Arriba" which is my version
of "Heads Up, Seven Up!" Six children who could name the vocabulary items came
to the front to "become" one of the six items. With item in hand, they walked
around the class who now had their heads down, eyes closed and one thumb up
and were each to touch only one classmate's thumb. After returning to the front of
the class, the ones touched stood and had to guess what touched them.

"Was it the cat", "the little red hen", "the wheat" or ........? If one of the selected
children guessed correctly, he/she would now "become" that item and take a turn
in round two. As I anticipated, there were daily requests for this activity and I
promised we would return to it again.

The next class I gave each child a prepared packet of laminated picture cards,
again depicting the vocabulary we were learning. Since several days had passed
with the weekend, it was necessary to review our material to this point. This is a
fact of life in the second language classroom. To review, we practiced some of our
familiar commands using these pictures, "stand with the bread", "jump with the
dog" and so on. I then instructed the children to select two of their cards to put in
front of them; the remainder could not be used for this round of our game. I called
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the cards and when it was one a child had in front of him, he turned it over. When
both were turned over, the child was able to call out "two" and win that game. After
a few minutes of that activity, the children chose a partner and played Memory
Match with that friend. At the end of class that day, I instructed the students to put
these materials in their English folder for use another day. "We get to keep these?"
excitedly asked Daniel. When I replied "yes", the others echoed with "Cool". They
were so pleased to have their own set of manipulatives and laminated at that! I
often use manipulatives in my regular teaching as it involves each student and
appeals to the tactile senses that provide another avenue to learning, supported by
Curtain91, who states that children learn from concrete situations and from
manipulating actual objects. I found them to work very well for me in this project.

March, 2000

Dear March-Come InHow glad I amI hoped for you beforePut down your HatYou must have walkedHow out of Breath you areDear March, How are you, and the RestDid you leave Nature well91

CURTAIN, H. Methods in Elementary School Foreign Language Teaching. Foreign Language Annals,
24(4), 323-329, 1991
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Oh March, Come right up stairs with meI have so much to tell-

- Emily Dickinson (1830-1886)

Where has the time gone? Why do I feel I am accomplishing so little? Why is
everything taking so long? These are my thoughts and feelings, as it seems we are
not making much progress. As I reflect back upon the past few weeks, I am
beginning to realize that this kind of unit would work better if I had bigger blocks of
time than the 30- minute classes I have daily.

I no sooner feel that we are on our way, when an obstacle pops up. This time it is
the school fair, which will be held during a entire week! I have come to realize that
there is nothing I can do about this and must just "roll with the punches". I know
that we will, once again, have to review a little before going on. I continue to note
the high degree of involvement of all the children, including a number who are not
strong students and had been reluctant to participate much prior to beginning this
unit.

After a week off, I wanted to really move things along. We did a quick review
beginning with general questions, but this time I used pictures of a zoo and a farm
so as to elicit responses using some different thinking. I added some other animals
that the children could easily understand, as they are cognates, words that look
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and sound similar in both Spanish and English.

Since the story, "The Little Red Hen", takes place on a farm I wanted to prepare
the setting in yet another manner. For the final pre-story activity, I had the children
participate in an activity called patterning, suggested by Bohlen92.

I collected all the packets of laminated pictures as well as the extra ones I had
prepared. I put them in piles according to color and item, all the red hens in one
pile, all the yellow bread in another, etc. There were four different colors in all. I
started a simple pattern on the floor, naming the items as I went, (in English, of
course) yellow dog, red dog, green dog, yellow dog, red dog..... I, then, asked,
"Who wanted to play?" The children were quick to understand and eager to take a
turn. Even when the subsequent patterns became more complicated, there
continued to be many volunteers. This activity is great for English as it gives the
children a lot of practice in both hearing and verbalizing the construction of
adjective placement which differs from Spanish as the adjective follows the noun.
As usual, we could have spent a lot more time on this activity, as the children were
very involved and engaged, now working small groups to create their own patterns.
I knew we had to move on.

April, 2000
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Wow! Once again, time continues to be a factor! Things seem to be moving slowly.
I could have given the students more time on these past activities as they were
certainly having fun and using language, but this is just a "stepping stone" and
much remains to be done. I wonder if this is somewhat of a step backwards for
these 7th graders, as I want them to use more sentences in their communication
and so far we are focusing on words. This could be one reason the "slower" kids
are coming alive and taking more risks as the material is easier for them. As I
reflect further, perhaps I am now providing language in context that makes sense
to these children and is not necessarily needed by the other students, who are also
attempting to stretch their communication skills. I am encouraged to see some
success for all my students!

"The Story"-At Last!

I have spent many days, (weeks actually when counting all the interruptions)
preparing the children to understand the reading of the story. As my research
suggested and following what seemed right to me, I had given the children the
content-obligatory language and vocabulary structures that they would need to
understand the story and hence communicate about it93.

Today is the day to read the story! The children were seated on the floor. I began
by showing them the cover of the Big Book, "The Little Red Hen". I proceeded to
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ask questions, "Who is it?" "Where is she?" "Who are her friends?" As I
anticipated, there were many volunteers to respond to these questions, for the
children had a strong base of vocabulary for this story. I was very encouraged to
see the ease with which they answered the questions. Their English was indeed
progressing! As I read the story, I used a variety of voices to represent the different
characters so that the children could more easily comprehend.

Using suggestions from Clark94, I asked guided questions as I read the story and
involved the children by pointing out vocabulary they had learned prior to this
reading of the story. I had prepared a separate picture of all the chores that the
Little Red Hen did and pantomimed them as I showed that particular visual so that
the children could comprehend "hard-working", a key element to the story. I would
pause occasionally and ask various students to "touch the cat, duck or dog". I also
had some actual items to aid in telling the story- seeds, wheat, flour, and bread. As
I came to the main activities of the story, I could then use these props and act out
finding the seeds, planting the wheat, and cutting the wheat, for example. Because
this story contains some basic repetitive patterns, I was encouraged when the
children spontaneously joined in saying the phrases, "Not I.", as I read that part of
the story. This was mentioned by several of the authors I had read as part of my
research, so I was very pleased when I had similar results.
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This Big Book was a good choice as it contained many supportive illustrations to
aid the students' comprehension as the story was read, another point brought out
in my research, that was proving true for me. Throughout the reading of the story,
the children were attentive, participatory and involved. I felt they had a general
comprehension of what I had read. I also realize that this story was familiar to
many of them as something they had probably heard in English.

After I had finished reading the story, only a little time remained for our class that
day. I went back to the beginning of the story and we, once again, named the
characters. We then compared the characters, using the words, hardworking and
lazy. I sensed that the children needed to move a little, so I had them stand. I
turned to the pages depicting the main actions of the story and pointed to them one
at a time and then had the children act them out. As I have previously stated
several times, I strongly believe in using as many avenues of learning as possible.
Therefore, this pantomiming not only uses another of the learner's senses, but it is
also a way for the children to demonstrate comprehension at an early stage of
learning without using oral language. I could easily see the fun the kids were
having and well as their degree of comprehension when I no longer showed the
pictures as cues or gave the activities in chronological order.

I am pleased with the children's interaction with the story. They were able to
answer simple questions, identify the characters and seemed to understand the
main parts of the story. These were my goals. I feel that this was all they were able
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to do for one day. For once, I am not wishing for more class time, as I have come
to a natural ending for one session and will be able to now follow-up with more preplanned activities. I am really excited to see many of the ideas I found in my
research being successful for me and for my students. I am sometimes hesitant to
try new ideas without giving them a lot of thought and one of my "hang-ups" is
thinking I must have the perfect situation before experimenting. I have given a lot of
thought and planning to what I am doing, but am also finding myself more willing to
be more adventuresome. This, I feel, is the result of really believing in this project.

More Than Just a Story!

Holy Week. I feel a lot of time has passed since I read the story to the class. It
would have been my preference not to have had so many days elapse, but I am
not in control of this and have learned to be flexible. I realize that if I waited for the
perfect time, I would accomplish very little. As I review my calendar and journal, I
again notice that much time has passed and we have not begun to make the
progress that I had planned.

This seemed to be a good day to review our material to date. In order to do this, I
asked questions that would access the children's prior English knowledge as well
as use the material pertinent to the story we were working on. We had a short
"discussion" about "friends". We looked at the pictures in the Big Book and talked
about how the characters felt. Here is where the kids could use prior knowledge as
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they were able to answer, "the dog says, I'm sleepy or "I'm tired". We were also
able to talk about the weather by looking at the pictures throughout the book. In
this way, I was able to have the children think what month it might be at the
beginning of the story when the Little Red Hen planted the wheat, and what month
might it be when she cut the wheat and then when she made the bread. Another
activity was to discuss the clothing each character was wearing. By asking these
questions, I hoped that the children would see that their prior knowledge of English
could be useful to them in this situation- in the context of a story. I finished the
class for the day with TPR (Total Physical Response) actions to illustrate the
events of our story, so that the children could move around and pick up where we
had left off on our last class together.

I feel that I was minimally successful, as the children were very inattentive and
quite "wound-up" after a week off. This was another time when I felt frustration and
was very unsure of myself in this new situation. I was very happy to know that
tomorrow would be another day! During the following several days, I engaged the
children in a variety of activities dealing with the story. Initially, I re-read the first
several pages of the book to reestablish the setting, characters and traits of these
characters. I was encouraged to have many children volunteer to respond, as that,
to me, was a sign of comprehension. Having seen the success of manipulatives
both in earlier activities dealing with this story and in my teaching in general, I
provided each child with the two words that described the main characters. (hardworking and lazy) I then asked questions, "What is the dog like, the little red hen,
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the cat...?" The children then selected the proper word and held it up while verbally
responding. Then I changed to a different question, "Who is lazy or hardworking?" I
was pleased with the children's ability to formulate responses quickly and in full
sentences.

Another day, I passed out to the students, large cards on which were enlarged
pictures depicting the different activities and main points of the story. As I retold the
story, the child who had the picture I was talking about was responsible for putting
it on the chalkboard tray. When we finished, we had recreated the story in pictures.

Activity / Picture Cards

In order to informally assess the children's comprehension, I was able to ask some
simple questions regarding the story and give other students commands that
involved showing me the correct picture. While I was not able to get to everyone
that day, I chose a representative sample and was pleased to see most were
successful. I am always encouraged to see many volunteers, for this indicates
understanding and a willingness to demonstrate knowledge. In my past months
with this class, I have been able to observe their responses and know fairly
accurately when they are comfortable and confident with our English material.
this as possible.

Finger Puppets
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Having made finger puppets of the main characters of the story, I knew the children
were anxious to use them. I had observed some of the students who had finished
their puppets quickly. Alejandro was naming all his animals, in English, of course.
Michel was attempting to interact with Francisco, again using the few phrases they
had acquired. Amanda had hers lined up on her desk and was describing them and
making them act accordingly.

On this particular day, the students were gathered on the floor with their puppets
ready. As I read the story again, they were to join in by holding up the appropriate
puppet character. They soon discovered that if they had the Little Red Hen on one
hand and the other animals on the other, this facilitated their ability to have a real
dialogue. They were able to look at the book for some of the phrases and I
purposely repeated them several times. As I observed the children in this activity, I
was, once again, affirmed by one of the statements in my research that made a lot
of sense to me and that I was now seeing in reality. Children can be engaged in
language activities before they have mastered all the requisite skills95.

The children were all involved in producing language, as structured as it was at this
point, and having fun as well. I was also beginning to see that the children were
responding to language as a result of the context of our story. They were
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attempting responses and their questions and answers were making sense to
them.

I must admit that their English was sometimes crude and incorrect, but that, too, is
a part of language learning. At this point, I decided to break down some of the story
into more manageable parts for the children. As this project is evolving, I have
seen the need to adapt or abandon some of the premises of the Whole Language
Approach in favor of a more "balanced or eclectic" approach. I feel in doing this I
am addressing the needs of my students as learners and giving them the
necessary tools to aid them in their acquisition of English. I had prepared some
word cards for the main vocabulary items, which I had the children match to the
realia items that I was using for our story. As an example, the word cat was
matched to the appropriate stuffed animal and then described with lazy or used in
the phrase "not me". The children seemed confident and proud to be successful in
this activity. I particularly noted that some of my generally weaker students were
able to produce simple sentences while others attempted longer ones.

Picture Cards, Games and Total Physical Response

We are now focusing more of our attention on the main events of the story. Using
the large picture cards (planting the wheat, cutting the wheat, making flour, making
bread, and eating bread), I wanted the children to become familiar with these
phrases so as to use them easily. It is here that I, once again, brought my research
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into practice. I evaluated the actual story and decided to make the some
adjustments, as Adair-Hauck96 suggested. Since my children do not have a very
strong use of verb tenses, I decided that for them to deal with the future tense of
the story was not practical in the whole picture of their language development at
this point in time. I, therefore, changed the wording of the questions to include
present tense verbs and a structure that would have many uses in the future once
we were finished with this project. In Spanish this would not be a problem, as the
children have a speaking foundation in many tenses, but this is not so in their
English, as they do not yet have this same foundation. The questions were "Who
wants to plant the wheat, cut the wheat, make bread...?"The activities of the next
several days focused on these activities.

We did some listening activities and TPR (Total Physical Responses) activities. An
example was for a volunteer to show me "plant the wheat", another was to walk to
"make the bread", someone else was to run to "eat the bread" and give that picture
to a classmate. Even though, I try to make many of our activities into games, it is
always a good idea to incorporate one of the children's favorites. Several
suggested that we play "Four Corners". This could easily be made into "Five
Corners", using the five main activity cards.

In this game, one student is in the center of the room, seated, with his eyes closed.
The other children quickly move to one of the five cards located around the room.

96

ADAIR-HAUCK, Op.cit.
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The student with his eyes closed must then call out one of the cards, for example,
cut the wheat, and all the students standing in front of this card must sit down.
They then quickly change position and more activities are called. The object is for
the student in the center to get as many students seated as possible in a short
amount of time. Brian eagerly volunteered to be the "caller" and because he is my
“fluent” English speaker he would have both the skill to recall these phrases and be
an accurate model for those listening to him. As I observed the students this day, I
saw that they were active and involved in the activity.

I do not see games as just something to do to fill time, but as another way to
experience, interact with and learn English. We continued to progress quickly from
the verbal responses of identifying these activities to reading the accompanying
words. We did these also with a variety of activities that had the children matching
the appropriate phrase with the picture, or having to put the phrases in sequential
order with and without the picture support, or playing our game of "Cinco Arriba"
(Heads Up, Five up). The children were given a new set of manipulatives, which
were pictures of the main points of the story, so that they all could participate in
activities. As you can see, I continue to return to this method as it involves each
child and makes everyone accountable.

May, 2000

Not just days, but weeks have flown by! During this time, I have experienced a
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wide range of feelings about this project and the activities related to it. Some days,
I have felt very little confidence in myself and in what I am accomplishing. I have
returned many times to my research in order to review what I am doing and why.
By doing this, I am able to get myself back on track when I feel discouraged and
ineffective. I do feel that I must move things along, although there are days that I
find I am waiting almost 15 minutes for several children to return as they are with
the Spanish teacher prior to our class. For me, this fifteen minutes represents the
half of my class! Am I being successful? Some days I really say, "No!' and there
are other days that I am able to be a little more optimistic.

One word that keeps repeating itself as I reread my journal is "frustration". One
very real frustration is that I don't feel that there is a lot the kids can do with our
story and the vocabulary they are learning. I realize that there are many "holes" in
their English, which is only normal at this level. I also want for all this to come
together and it is not, at least not in the way I had envisioned. I feel I am often just

spinning my wheels and that the kids do not have the necessary language and
what can I do about that? Perhaps I could make a shorter version of the story and
have the kids use the flannel board or small cards more. In reality, I think I need to
back up and have them practice more. Perhaps I should have stressed the use of
the whole phrases earlier. Sometimes, I feel I have more questions than answers.

The Little Red Hen Asks....
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Sentence Strips

It now seems appropriate to use sentence strips of these questions in order for the
children to have a more complete picture of both the written and oral language of
the story. After I read the questions as a model, I had many volunteers to do the
same. I, once again, noted that there were many students who wanted to be
involved and it was not just the more able students who learn so quickly. It was
great to see Marcela, Jorge, and Gabriela be so successful and readily volunteer.
In addition to reading the questions, the students matched small pictures of the
appropriate activity to the questions in order to demonstrate comprehension. They
progressed to being able to select a question and putting it correct sequential
order.

I feel good about the progress the children are making as a result of this activity. Of

course, we have just touched on it and will continue to develop this skill as we
return to this and other activities another day. The use of the sentence strips was a
"natural" lead-in to doing some more choral speaking using both the oral and
written language the children had acquired97.

97

HEALD-TAYLOR, G. Whole Language Strategies for ESL Students, San Francisco, Domine Press, 1991
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Armed with their finger puppets, one group of students was the Little Red Hen and
asked the questions to each of the other three groups who in turn responded
appropriately. It was easy to rotate turns so that each group could be a different
character. Here again, I was encouraged to see my research come to fruition, in
that the children are using the written word to aid them in their oral development.
Another way I chose to get all involved was to pass out the small picture cards of
the main story actions, one to each child. They were told that they had a secret
card and that they each had to find their matching card by asking for it and not
showing the picture until they got a "yes" for an answer. As the children circulated
around the room, it was fun to watch them carefully guarding their card and
verbally asking, "Do you have making flour?", or whatever was on their card. Once
matches were found, I passed the cards out again so as to practice again with
different cards. We continued to use the sentence strips and finger puppets for
several days in order to strengthen the children's English skills. Even though, I had
been assessing the children's progress by doing a lot of “kid-watching”, I wanted to
have something a bit more concrete.

It was at this point, I gave the children the puzzle of the Little Red Hen's questions.
They were to cut and reassemble it in correct order. As I predicted almost all of the
students were able to do this successfully. Those who had trouble with the written
word, could then rely on the shape of the puzzle to guide them. This tool was also
used to give each student his own copy of the questions and they could now pair
up with a partner and take turns asking and answering these questions. This was a
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structured approach to retelling the story.

May, 2000

Rush, rush, rush, hurry, hurry, hurry, into class and out again. In the meantime so
little seems to get done. Yes, this is a much- repeated pattern and frustration I
have. Although, as I researched and planned for this project, the main obstacle I
knew I would face was that of time.

As anticipated, this continues to be true, some days it is more of a problem than it
is on other days. The result is that this actual project is taking a lot longer than I
originally thought or planned. As I look back, I do realize that we have done a lot of
different activities.

I may be looking for too much perfection before moving on to the next level. It will
soon be school holiday and the anticipated time I planned for finishing this project.
There seems to so much more I could do and want to do, but is it necessary?
Looking at the calendar, I must plan for the culmination, at least formally. I also
sense an underlying fatigue on the part of the students with the same story, even
though we have certainly had many and varied activities. Angela looks bored and
disinterested. Roberto remarked a week or more ago that he thinks he can read
the story. (And I believe he would be most successful!) This is not meant to be a
negative comment, just an observation of the different levels of involvement and
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interest of my students.

Generally, I see a great deal of interest and cooperation from my students, but I
have determined that the time has come to move on to the puppet plays that I have
planned to be the grand " finale" to this project.

Preparing for our Production

"We really get to do puppet shows?" asked Roberto. "Yeah!" joined in many other
class members. I explained the basic format and that we must come up with a
script, that would be used by each group. Basically, this was just a retelling of the
story with a few suggestions from me where they needed words for the flow and
sense-making of the script. After some brainstorming and accessing of prior
knowledge for additions to the script, I felt we had an outline from which I could
type up a finished product.

I then divided the class into nine groups so that each student would be able to
participate. In choosing the groups, I consulted with the classroom teacher so as to
confirm the leaders in the class and to also gain information as to which students to
avoid putting together because of potential problems. I used a format of mixed
groups, two boys and two girls, perhaps adding an extra boy or girl, as there are
twenty-two students in the class. I also chose to put a strong girl and weaker girl
together and the same for the boys. I assigned each student to a group and gave
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some instructions to each group leader as how to proceed. The next day, the
groups had decided on their parts, which included a narrator, a little red hen, a dog,
cat, and a duck. I gave them a choice of making either a stick puppet or a paper
bag puppet. They all chose the stick puppets, which were made from the pattern I
provided. I gave them class time to make their puppets. It has been my experience
that when things go home, items are often lost or it takes several days to be
returned.

I worked with the narrators so to listen to them say their part and we determined
that they would memorize most of their part, but could have the script as a guide.
For the remaining week and a half before school holiday, the groups practiced
each day. I was very pleased with the hard work of the children and the way the
groups worked together. Here again, time was a major factor, as I could not work
effectively with each group in one class period. As much as I moved from group to
group each day, I still did not have the time I would have liked to spend with each
group. I was really counting on the group leaders and narrators to run the groups.
This, of course, is the essence of cooperative grouping and a democratic
classroom and it was working. But, I wanted to focus on the English that the
students were using! During these days, the groups determined that they would
need a few props and each group selected one or more to make.

Puppets Are Ready
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Practice, Practice, Practice.....

We are now going to spend this week practicing our plays and finishing our props.
Once again, the kids decided that they needed some scenery- that being a farm.
More time and where was it going to come from? The last days of the week, I
rotated the groups, one would come to the front to practice, while one was working
on the large piece of paper that was slowly becoming a farm scene. Here again,
my situation presents some unique problems. I wanted the children to use the
puppet stage for their final "productions", but I could not set it up for several days in
a classroom that is not mine. Therefore, we practiced behind some desks so that
the kids would have experience manipulating their puppets and props.

I was counting on their experience in past years when they have used the puppet
stage to carry over to this time. Our plays would take place next week and when I
reviewed the schedule, I realized that we would have to do them all on Friday, April
26th.

We invited the other two seventh-grade classes as well as the three sixth-grade
classes to be our audience. These plays are very short, only about 8 minutes, so
we could rotate audiences every ten minutes, thus providing an audience for each
of the five groups. The classroom teacher had been very cooperative and since
Monday is a day I have planning time in the morning, I was able to arrange with her
to have the students for an hour, thus giving us the time necessary to do our plays.
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Are we ready to do these plays? I'm not sure. The children have been working and
on task during our classes. I have attempted to get to every group and they have
all had a chance to practice in front of the class. I have to be careful so as not to
expect too much perfection at this stage of my students' language journey. I
definitely feel that they could be better prepared. But, how much practice can we
have? In talking with the classroom teacher, she reassured me that with the short
time I have the children each day, she feels things were going well.

She noted that when she does something special like puppet plays, all else is put
on hold for a period of time. I do not have this luxury as I have so many other
classes to teach per day and I cannot expect the classroom teacher to give up any
more of her time to me for English. Once again, I have had to confront the realities
of the situation in which I teach, review the constraints that I am under and make
decisions that work best for this situation and for my students.

The Grand Finale

I will not keep silence, but will recompense
-Isaiah lxv.6
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The day has come, the children are excited and the audiences are ready. Each
group was able to perform their play. Were they perfect? No. Did they make
mistakes? Yes. In most cases, the children were able to use the language they
knew to work around any errors they had made in their "learned dialogue".

Each group had strengths and weaknesses. Our audiences were very polite and
receptive and the logistics of the day moved very well. We had many challenges to
work around. I felt proud of the children, as it is not easy to perform in front of one's
peers.

All the plays are over! I complimented the children on both their performances and
their fine cooperation. Throughout the day, all of the other teachers made it a point
to say how well the plays had been performed. This was a very big encouragement
to this class! We were happy and relieved! This seems to be a fitting ending for my
project. I felt we had spent a lot of time working on this story and had learned
much. Was there more we could have done? Of course! I sensed a feeling of
boredom from some of the children. Even though I had interspersed some of my
regular curriculum into our classes from time to time, I knew that I had to return to
this material so as to meet the requirements of the school and to prepare the
children for their English classes next term.

Here again, I had to do some rethinking about my original goals and some of the
activities I had wanted to include. It became clear to me that we had come to a
88

Using Children’s Literature as a Basis for Teaching English: A Whole Language Approach

natural ending place and, even though I saw value in some of the other activities
they would have to wait their time and place. As I reflect back, I know that I was
expecting the dialogue of the play script to be easy for the children, as it was, in
reality, a retelling of the story. We had worked for so long on this story and the
follow-up activities. I thought that there would not be a great need for a lot of
memorization and that the language would come easily. This was not necessarily
the case for all the children. To some of them, this dialogue was easy, but for
others it was not. Where had I gone wrong? What could I have done in order to
facilitate productive learning for all my students? My vision at the beginning of this
project was that the children would engage in dialogue with ease. I decided to look
to my students for suggestions and reflect back on what they have "saying" to me.

Kids Speak

Throughout this entire project, the voices of the children were very clear to me.
Their voices were both verbal and non-verbal. They were voices that guided and
directed me, reassured me or led me to reevaluate what we were doing in English.
As I have previously indicated, I made use of a lot of "kid-watching" to assess both
the learning of the students and the pace and choice of the various activities I
used. I could easily determine their comprehension and their use of new patterns
of English by their daily responses and involvement in our various activities. In
addition, I chose to have the students communicate to me in writing as to their
thoughts and feelings about this project at several different times. This I found out
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did not give me a true picture of what had been happening from the children's
viewpoint, nor was it always accurate data.

These children are seventh graders and while they do much writing in their daily
classroom activities outside of English, I found that they were not able to give me
much on which to draw conclusions. They mainly focused on what had most
recently transpired in class or saw this format as a chance to request a favorite
activity or game, whether related to our story or not. G wrote: "Teacher Gómez, the
best part is when you had to find your match of the same one and go to the front of
the class with your person. And guess what is in the bag about the story that we
were going to read, the Little Red Hen and how she asks her friends will they help
her plant the seed and when she asks who will cut down the wheat and take it to
the factory and help her make it."

J wrote: "I liked when we read the Little Red Hen because there was a lot to do and
I would like to learn about her again. G wrote: "I like the book of the Little Red Hen
and I like everything in the whole world. Everyone would like to play "Heads Up,
Seven Up". S wrote: "I like the matching game because it is sort of hard to play and
at the end there is an equal number. I think we should do it more often. M wrote: "I
like the Little Red Hen because she works a lot and doesn't give up. I would like to
read the story again or play the guess what's in the bag game."

These comments are representative of those I received and they come from all
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different types and levels of students that make up this class. In an attempt to
obtain more data from the children, I designed a questionnaire for the children to
complete. (See Appendix) This was given at the end of our project, shortly after we
had finished the puppet plays. I found that, once again, the students focused on
the most recent activity that we had done, even though I asked them to think about
everything we had experienced throughout this project.

When asked the first question, "Did you like learning English using our story?" the
responses were Yes (32) and No (3). Here, I expected that the results would be
very much as they were. Of the three negative responses, I looked to see from
whom they had come. Two of the three are very low students, who struggle with
everything in the school day, not necessarily because of low ability, but due to lack
of motivation and effort. Throughout this English project, I would see regular
involvement from them when there was something very active or fun, but I also
noted that they were not making the same progress as the remainder of the class
when some genuine effort was needed in their oral responses.

To the second question, "Was it easier to learn English using our story?" 27
responded Yes, 6 said No and 2 replied "in the middle". The two students who
were in the middle are among the best students in the class and upon further
pursuit of these responses, I was able to determine that they did indeed feel
insights indicated that using a story was different from what we had previously
done and required some different skills. I was pleased to have these responses as
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they indicated some serious thinking on the part of these two girls. Of the negative
responses, I was surprised to find that they included four of my strongest, most
dependable, involved students.

Here again, they had given some thought to this question and responded
accordingly even though they certainly had made very fine progress in using this
story approach. The responses to the final question, "Would you like to use more
stories in English?" fell along the same lines, with 30 responding Yes and 5
replying No. Of these five students, I discovered that they were the very same ones
who had replied negatively to one or both of the two previous questions.

Some of the responses as to why they would like to use more stories in English
included, "Yes, it is fun to do other stories like the one we did." from Luis, whose
words exemplified those of at least nine other classmates. "No, it was too hard." (J)
"Yes, it was easier."(K) "We learn more English words." (D) "Because it helped me
learn better." (M) "No, because they are hard to do." (A) "Yes, because I want to do
another play. I liked all of the characters." (T)When asked what they liked most
about our story activities, twelve students replied that they enjoyed the puppet play.

Several students named the "Mystery Bag" activity that I used to introduce the
story vocabulary at the beginning of this project. T wrote, "I liked reading it. It was a
really funny story. The hen really had to do a lot of stuff." J, too, went beyond the
immediate and responded, "That we got to learn a lot of English words and hard
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English words, too."

In analyzing these responses from my students, I could very easily determine that
they had indeed enjoyed our story and the varied activities that had accompanied it
throughout the tenure of our project. This confirmed to me that what I had observed
in class was indeed "on track" as I evaluated the oral skills in my students. The
various written responses I received reflected that certain "moment in time" from a
child's point of view and were certainly valid in confirming my personal
observations.
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CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

We have entered a phase in our society
where education is valued for what it will give you
rather than what it will make out of you.

-Moyers, A World of Ideas

This past 2 years, during which I have conceptualized, researched, planned and
implemented my project in the classroom, have indeed been exciting ones. I have
known both encouragement and frustration, affirmation yet doubt, successes and
failures, all of which have led me to consistently question, analyze and rethink my
original plan. I do know that I definitely want to continue using children's literature
in my English classes as part of the curriculum.

The main question that I ask and have focused upon is "Was this project a
success?" I have to admit that there were some days when I would have said "not
really." Now, that I have had some time to reflect back and see where the children
have been and where they are now, I have to say that the answer to this is indeed
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"yes".

Success in my situation does not exactly have to mean that I accomplished all the
activities that I had envisioned in Chapter II, as a result of my research. Success
has come to mean that the children experienced learning English in a different
manner, they responded positively, their language skills grew, and I was able to
compare this "holistic approach" to the more traditional methods that I use in my
elementary English classes.

Will I continue to use children's literature as a basis for teaching my students
English? This, to me, is the most important question that I must answer. I have
concluded that my response is "yes". However, I will make some changes in the
future. I will definitely use many of the same activities, methods and materials that I
have prepared for this project. I have, however, decided that this unit could easily
fit into my seventh grade curriculum at the point where we teach farm animals. I
would use this story as a basis for this unit, but add all of the animals that we learn.
I would keep the story in tact but add more "animal friends". At this point in seventh
grade, the children have not had other material, which I made use of in our
discussions of the story, i.e. weather expressions and clothing. However, I would
very easily be able to bring in the applicable weather expression and make that a
part of this "whole" experience.
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So, yes, the future will definitely include the use of my project, "The Little Red
Hen." As Redmond98 stressed, children's literature provides a direction for the
curriculum, a statement with which I agree and can now fully support as a result of
what I have done in my classroom.

Since this project was conceived with the desire to give my students the best
teaching I could and to meet their needs as learners, one of my basic premises
was, "Will their speaking of English improve using 'whole language' methods?" This
was a very difficult question to answer.

I fully agreed with Redmond99 as she stated that the story becomes the vehicle
through which language can be developed and that it motivates children to produce
language. I most definitely came to the same conclusions as I observed my
students progressing through this unit. They did seem to have a hook or an anchor
(the story) that gave them a basis for language use. They had a situation in which
language made sense to them. Even though I felt it necessary to break the story
down with pre-teaching of vocabulary and with some of the post story-reading
activities, the children had started with the whole and could understand where they
were going. Their speaking skills did improve as I looked at the class as a whole.

98

REDMON, Op.cit

99

Ibid.
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There are always individual differences in students and I know from my several
years teaching language that this is part of their learning process.

Language learning is truly developmental. Having observed my own three-year old
daughter and my two nieces, I know this is true. Nor two children learn to speak at
the same time, nor do they learn to read and write at exactly the same time nor in
the same way. This is true for second language learners as well. All the more
reason, I must provide as many experiences as possible for my students in order to
encourage their individual learning differences and provide successes for all in this
journey of learning and loving English.

As I progressed through this project, I constantly assessed both myself as a
teacher and the methods I was using. As I have previously stated there were many
days of frustration and many days when I felt I was on the right track and doing the
right thing. Because this adventure into children's literature was unique to my class
and none of my colleagues was using this approach nor had they experience in
this type of teaching, I did not have a local support system to whom I could ask
questions or seek advice. I also know that my perfectionist tendencies sometimes
hold me back from "jumping into" something new and cause me to over analyze
situations.

Do I have bad days in other classes, using other methods of teaching English? Of
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course I do. Does that cause me to abandon what I am doing? No! I had to
continually reassure myself that these are the facts of life of a teacher. Does it
mean that I must be willing to change what I am doing or make the necessary
adaptations that are in the best interests of my students while continuing to adhere
to excellent standards? Most definitely!

In my original proposal, I had decided that my major focus was going to be on my
students' speaking skills. From my research, I saw the importance of including the
written word as part of this "whole language" approach, even though I was
teaching a second language100. As a result of this reading and also those from
other authors, I saw the wisdom of including the written word. I had planned to
have the children create their own big book with a simplified version of the story. I
had made adaptations to the original story so that the children could read it more
easily and learn language that was more useful to them. I had planned to have
these simple sentences become part of a big book or perhaps an individual small
book. Because time was a major factor to me, I decided not to include these two
elements at this time. I needed to return to the regular curriculum and I observed a
sense of fatigue on the part of the children as this project had taken much longer
than I had planned.

100

CURTAIN & PESOLA, Op.cit
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Did I accomplish my goal for the children to be exposed to the written word? Yes,
they read sentence strips, which contained the major actions and responses from
the story. They contributed to the script for our final puppet play and were able to
read it with varying degrees of success. Here is where I observed the
developmental differences in my students' language learning. Some of them read
the material with ease, while others had difficulty with it. In the future, I will probably
spend more time on this component, while making adjustments in other activities.
However, I do feel that I provided my students with all the necessary avenues to
learn English. Those who could benefit from the written word had it to use. Those
who learn better from the oral approach had plenty of reinforcement in this area.

As I have reported, I had many reservations about what I was doing and my final
outcomes. Living in an age of technology has many advantages. For me, I was
able to contact through e-mail several of the authors of the articles I had read, as
well as others in my field and ask them some of my questions. The responses I
received were a real encouragement to me and also contained some suggestions
for my future endeavors in this area. Mari Haas wrote, "Ricardo, I think you are
doing the exact right thing with the Little Red Hen. Reading the book could be an
outcome (or reading a simplified version), but listening to you read it and
understanding it is just fine. All of the activities you did sound wonderful, interesting
and fun for the students.
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Your aim is language teaching and in thirty minutes a day, it is hard. I think you just
need to gauge your students' interest and engagement in the activities and decide
how long to go on with story-related activities. You just have to decide when
enough is enough."

Helena Curtain made these points, "We do not expect early second language
learners to read on their own and do fill-in-the-blank exercises. Using children's
books as a basis for lessons is an excellent way to introduce print and to provide a
wealth of meaningful activities for the FLES101 class. Children will not necessarily
read the actual book itself, but adaptations of it may be the best way to introduce
early reading skills."

Janet Iguana, author of an article "Everyone Loves a Good Story" wrote,
"Changing the story to meet the kids' comprehension needs is a great idea. My
goal in using literature is to have an anchor to what I'm teaching. I use it to draw
out vocabulary words and categories, to connect to other school subjects and to
provide a framework for the students to remember phrases and vocabulary. As far
as reading it themselves, by fourth and fifth grade they can sequence the story,
write their own skits with guidance and do lots more with the written word”102.
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The comments above indeed confirmed to me that I had done the right thing and
was on the right track and that my analysis of what I had done was accurate. Most
important in any teaching situation is the need to question, assess and be willing to
change or adapt methods, materials and outcomes in order to most effectively
teach English to my students. I feel that I have done this throughout the duration of
my project and will continue to do so in my future endeavors. I have also learned to
trust my own instincts and my knowledge of both my students and of the material I
have studied and prepared and to act accordingly. Self-doubt is not the same as
self-questioning!

The most exciting thing to me as a English teacher is that I have the choice and
freedom to venture out and embrace any one or many of the different methods that
can be used to teach my students a second language. No one method will be
effective in all situations. I know that I will certainly continue to use children's
literature to teach English. How and when I will use it will depend on the material I
need to teach.

I very much agree with Toman103 as she states that there are many uses for
stories-
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a simple storybook can be read as a way to end class, a story may reinforce a
topic. It doesn't have to be a unit of study. A story may be used to make a point,
review a concept or to drill without the sense of drilling. A story can be used to
present new vocabulary or review previously taught words. Stories make learning
natural and can reinforce the regular curriculum.

With these and so many other possibilities, my future using children's literature is
sure to be an exciting one and one that I am confident will lead me in many
directions that I cannot, at this point, begin to imagine.
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